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This paper aims to contribute to the contested body of work about the factors influencing 
student motivation, expectations, engagement and satisfaction in higher education (HE). 
Policy surrounding the deployment and use of the National Stuident Survey (NSS) and the 
Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) constructs social relationships between teachers 
and students as calculated instrumental exchanges, whereby, in exchange for the fee they 
pay, students expect to receive an education designed to ensure they have the knowledge, 
skills and innovative capabilities required by businesses and the economy in the 
competitive global market place. Drawing on fieldwork conducted between 2011 and 
2015; and using narrative data obtained from face-to-face conversations and email 
interviews with sampled cohorts of post 30s students enrolled on two vocational degree 
programmes in a post-1992 university; the paper aims to highlight the flawed assumptions 
about student expectations, engagement and satisfaction, which fail to acknowledge the 
positive life-changing impact the higher education experience can have on students and in 
their work. Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field, capital and illusio, and Goffman’s classic 
pieces on ‘The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life’, ‘Stigma’ and the ‘cooling out the 
marks process’, are used to develop this argument. 
Key words: student expectations and satisfaction, ‘second chance’ vocational learners, 
Bourdieu, Goffman, psychological contract. 
 
Introduction 
This paper aims to contribute to the contested body of work about the factors influencing 
student motivation, expectations, engagement and satisfaction in higher education (HE). The 
origins of this research interest can be traced back to the 1960s and a growing realisation that 
HE for more people was necessary if countries were to successfully compete in the emerging 
global economy. The Robbins report recommendation that all who had the ability to benefit 
from higher education should have the opportunity to do so signalled the onset of this 
discussion in the United Kingdom (UK) (Committee on Higher Education 1963). Since then, 
the notion that education should serve the needs of the business community and the ‘knowledge 
economy’ has become enshrined in public policy in the UK and across Europe (Com 2005; 
DBIS 2016; Keep and Mayhew 2014; Leitch Review of Skills 2006; Santini et al. 2017). The 
 
 
upshot of which is that policy, nowadays, constructs social relationships between teachers, 
career workers and students as calculated instrumental exchanges. Within this discourse, and 
related practices, education is regarded as a form of knowledge capital. In exchange for the fee 
they pay, students are portrayed as consumers expecting to receive a ‘value for money’ 
education, designed to equip them with the knowledge, skills and creative abilities to gain 
employment and career advancement in the competitive global marketplace (Davies and 
Bansel 2007; Frankham 2017; Harris 2007).  
If we are to continue to succeed as a knowledge economy, however, we cannot stand still, nor take 
for granted our universities’ enviable global reputation and position at the top of league tables. We 
must ensure that the system is also fulfilling its potential and delivering good value for students, 
for employers and for taxpayers who underwrite it. (DBIS 2016, 5) 
In seeking to embed neo-liberal market fundamentalism in public policy for education in 
the UK and in other countries, survey instruments are used to collect student feedback on the 
quality of their educational experience matched against their expectations; including, for 
example, in Australasia, Canada, the UK and in other European countries (Bennett and Kane 
2014,130).  First launched in 2005 in the UK to release market forces to ‘drive up standards’ 
and increase competition in HE, the National Student Survey (NSS) is used to collect student 
feedback on various aspects of their course-related experiences. Results from the survey are 
then published as benchmarking information for colleges and universities to use for course 
quality enhancement purposes, and for prospective students to use when comparing college 
and university positions in league tables, before choosing where to study a course of their 
choice (Institute of Education 2014).  
Not content with the speed with which market forces are being unleashed in the HE sector, 
and seizing on reported claims about alleged high levels of student and parental dissatisfaction 
with the quality of teaching in universities (published in a Which? Organisation’s research 
report, Nov. 2014), the announced introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) 
in 2016 marked a paradigm shift in the UK government’s intentions for HE (DBIS 2016; Neary 
2016). Portraying students as customers who expect to compare and select courses, colleges 
and universities as they would select any other service where there is consumer protection and 
regulation, the TEF was trialled controversially for the first time in 2017-18. It aims to assess 
and rate the quality of teaching in HE institutions by generating metrics of student satisfaction, 
retention, and learning gain while in education. The results are then used to rate institutions as 
gold, silver or bronze standard providers of education. Moving on from this trial period; and 
signalling its intentions to further reinforce this consumerist agenda; the UK government’s 
 
 
latest consultation document outlines proposals for the TEF’s re-design, this time at the subject 
level. If introduced, as proposed, in 2020, information for the TEF will be gathered to grade 
degree courses across the organisation, by giving them gold, silver or bronze star recognition 
to reflect the alleged quality of teaching and students’ resulting post-degree employment 
prospects and potential earnings (DFE 2018).  Overseeing the governance of this marketisation 
of Further Education (FE) and HE provision is the Office for Students (OfS). Introduced in 
2018, the OfS is the ‘consumer focused market regulator’ responsible for delivering on ‘the 
promise of higher education as an engine for social mobility, and a gateway to a better life for 
those who undertake it.’ Portrayed as representing the interests of students, the OfS 
responsibilities include the ‘value for money’ monitoring of finances and efficiency, 
maintaining standards and awarding teaching grants. When deemed necessary, the OfS can 
also remove an institution’s university status (OfS 2018). 
Hardly surprising, given their importance for institutional reputations and survival in this 
metrics-driven ‘winners and losers’ environment, the combination of the OfS, NSS and TEF 
activities are influential and contentious. A ‘value for money’ approach connecting student 
satisfaction with employment prospects and potential earnings ignores the realities of the 
contemporary labour market, in which there are high-skill, high paid jobs for the privileged 
few, and low-skill, low paid jobs for the many, including graduates (Keep and Mayhew 2014; 
Leach 2017; Piketty 2013). In this climate, notions of the ‘value for money’ student experience 
and student engagement are multi-dimensional and contested. In addition to their academic 
experience, the term ‘student experience’ is often linked with their expectations and 
experiences of pre-enrolment activities, the built campus environment, accommodation 
experiences, extra-curricular activities, transport, health services, careers services, social life, 
and employment outcomes (Sandberg Hanssen and Sovoll 2015, 755). The way instruments 
are conceived, structured and used to gather the satisfaction information has also attracted 
criticism. Various studies question the NSS survey’s construct validity in relation to ways in 
which it is designed and intended to be used, and for largely ignoring the emotional investment, 
commitment, engagement and practical contributions students put into their studies and the 
learning community (Frankham 2017, 634; Smith 2018b, 2). Further concerns have been raised 
over the way the publication of results in league tables commodifies HE, and causes institutions 
to focus too much on responding to the negative aspects of survey results and what they need 
to do to improve their position in league tables, and too little on sharing and building on good 
practice (for example, Bennett and Kane 2014; Cheng and Marsh 2010; Institute of Education 
 
 
2014; Lenton 2015). 
The psychological contract and modelling student expectations and satisfaction as 
unscripted drama 
Although used in management and organisational literature to depict the processes of 
reciprocated social exchange relationships in a wide range of organisational settings, 
psychological contract theory is rarely employed to portray and explain the construction of 
exchange relationships between students and HE institutions (Leach 2015, 2016; O’Toole and 
Prince 2015).  Originally introduced by Argyris (1960) and then taken up afterwards by 
Levison et al. (1962), classical depictions of the psychological contract are that it is implicit, 
unwritten and often unspoken, and concerned with expectations and obligations of trust, 
fairness and social justice. Such expectations and obligations are said to be powerful 
determinants of people’s commitment and feelings of satisfaction. If, and when, either party to 
the implicit agreement reaches a point where they feel the other party is in breach of these 
expectations and obligations, the consequences can be serious for the relationship and the 
organisation (Conway et al. 2014; Guest et al. 1996; Piccoli and De Witte 2015; Zhao et al. 
2007).  
One of the expressed concerns is the way notions of a psychological contract, as originally 
conceived, have since been re-modelled to construct social relations in the workplace as 
calculated instrumental exchanges (Hayes and Dyer 1999; Leach 2009, 2010). The relevance 
of this in terms of HE is the way a similar mechanistic approach is used in public policy to 
construct social relationships between teachers, career workers and students. Modelling the 
contract in this way ignores the realities of everyday social processes, wherein notions of 
mutual expectations and obligations towards one another develop and change over time 
(Herriott, Manning and Kidd 1997; Leach 2015, 2016; O’Toole and Prince 2015).  This is not 
to imply students are not interested in acquiring knowledge and skills for employment and 
pursuing a career, but it does suggest their commitment to HE, and satisfaction with it, is driven 
by many other things. Recognising this concern, and particularly the questioned repositioning 
of students as consumers of an instrumental education, critics claim the factors which appear 
to explain student satisfaction are far more nuanced than the design and use of the NSS and 
TEF instruments seem to suggest. Various affirming factors that can influence student 
motivation and satisfaction, including an affinity with and commitment to their studies and the 
learning process (Wilkins et al. 2016);  a sense of ‘belonging’ in the university and host city 
community (Sandberg Hanssen and Solvoll 2015); remembered critical incidents (good or not 
 
 
so good) and how they were resolved within the community (Bennett and Kane 2014); the 
quality of their social relationships with fellow students and with tutors and the support 
received from family members and friends outside the institution (Tompkins et al. 2016); and 
their satisfaction with the university experience in the years post-graduation; seem to be 
ignored. 
Much attention has been paid to the structural weaknesses in the economy, the impact of 
the financial crash of 2007-8, and the subsequent impact of major changes in labour-market 
conditions and practice in employer-employee relationships (for example, Barrell and Davis 
2008; Krugman 2015; Keep and Mayhew 2014; Leach 2017). In comparison, little attention 
has been given to re-imagining the role and purpose of education and student expectations of 
it in the twenty-first century. Recognising this, an alternative approach when researching the 
student experience draws on theories of symbolic social interaction (Blumer 1969) According 
to the symbolic interactionist perspective, people do not simply react, they interpret, evaluate 
and define, and then act in terms of these interpretations (Blumer 1969; Caron 1965; Mead 
1935). Conceived in this way, the formal and informal roles people play in social settings 
determine the scripts they perform, and it is therefore more useful to think of role-related 
behaviour as a form of ‘improvised’ rather than ‘scripted’ drama (Goffman 1959; John 1996; 
Perinbanayagam 1974, 1982, 1985; Weinstein and Deutschberger 1964). Consistent with this 
approach, the paper argues that the repositioning of students as consumers of an instrumental 
education in the contemporary policy discourse portrays an impoverished idea of what students 
expect and gain from the HE experience.  It deflects attention away from the social processes 
wherein teacher-student relationships develop and unfold, and the positive life-changing 
impact the experience can have on students and in the years post-graduation. Recognising this, 
and when presenting the findings from the research for this paper, Bourdieu’s interlocking 
concepts of habitus, field, capital and illusio (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1989; Maton 2012, 51-
2), and Goffman’s classic pieces on the ‘The presentation of self in everyday life’ (1959); 
Stigma (1963) and ‘cooling out of the marks process’ (1952) are used to provide an explanatory 
framework.  
The research 
The fieldwork for this paper was conducted between 2011 and 2015. Although the investigation 
does not formally adopt a phenomenological format in design, it does seek to examine and 
represent the lived realities of vocational learner experiences in the social fields of HE and 
employment. In particular, it is important to note that the research was carried out soon after 
 
 
the coalition government introduced the now familiar round of cuts in public sector funding, 
putting at risk the participants jobs when studying for their degrees and since then. As 
mentioned earlier, the contested repositioning of students as expectant consumers of an 
instrumental education for high skill, well paid jobs in the contemporary policy discourse 
deflects attention away from the positive life-changing impact HE can have on them and in the 
years post-graduation, as well as the problematic realities they experience in the contemporary 
labour marketplace. Acknowledging this concern, face-to-face conversations and email 
interviews were used to obtain data about undergraduate and subsequent post-graduate 
employment experiences from an opportunity sample of mature vocational learners in their 30s 
and 40s; a total of 47 participants. When enrolling on the degree programmes designed for 
learners employed in the education and social work sectors, 35 participants were working as 
teaching assistants in schools, and 12 were employed by a northern local authority to support 
vulnerable young people and families. All were interviewed over a two-year period after 
graduation.  
In practice, the email interviews quickly became shared asynchronous conversations, a 
collaborative venture during which the emerging texts created online helped reflect and shape 
the researcher and participant understandings of the participants’ lived experiences of 
vocational learning and its influence in their lives.  Using this approach can create problems in 
terms of eliminating researcher subjective attitudes and judgements, and when judging the 
authenticity of the participants contributions. The possibility of this is the price we pay when 
gathering and working with qualitative data (Hayes 1997, 181-182), and, aware of this danger, 
we can reflect on, bring to the surface, and acknowledge our subjective viewpoints when 
making sense of the data we collect in qualitative research. Acknowledging this, a thematic 
approach is used when analysing the participants narrative accounts of their experiences. 
Ethical approval was obtained from the author’s Faculty Ethics Committee when planning 
the research. Known by me from the days when I was their university tutor, participants were 
approached via email inviting them to take part in the study. The nature and purpose of the 
research was explained, and, in line with common practice, they were assured their privacy and 
anonymity would be protected. Pseudonyms are used when quoting from the participant 
narratives. 
Bourdieu’s conceptual framework and playing the game  
When examining the phenomenon of student expectations and satisfaction in HE, it is 
 
 
important to look beyond what is said in the policy discourse, or at what has happened as a 
result of this. In particular, it is necessary to examine the various social spaces; or fields as 
Bourdieu renamed them; in which the unscripted drama of everyday social interactions, 
transactions and events occurs (Bourdieu 2005, 148, cited in Thomson 2012, 67; Goffman 
1959, 26-27).  Typically, fields of human activity have their own distinctive “logic of practice” 
and positions of recognised “distinction” or “quality” which participants can hope to gain 
(Thomson 2012, 70; Smith 2017, 2018a). There are also relationships of exchange between the 
fields which render them interdependent. People’s dispositions, or habitus as Bourdieu 
renames them, are a kind of ‘structuring structure’, and the banks of capital they acquired from 
previous experiences in education, occupations and home-life circumstances can, for example, 
influence how they are positioned, and perceive themselves as being positioned, in the fields 
of HE and employment (Maton 2012, 51; Smith 2017, 107-8; Thomson 2012, 71).  
The habitus concept, when used on its own rather than in combination with field and 
illusio, can help create an impression that people’s dispositions are more or less fixed and 
determined by their previous experiences and difficult for them to change (Maton 2012, 52).  
Aware of this danger, Bourdieu argues that habitus only make sense when read alongside 
capital, field and practice (Rawolle and Lingard 2008, 731). Hence, he uses the concept of 
illusio to draw attention to the role interests and strategy play in field-related practice. To 
explain how field structure and individual agency can be reconciled in social spaces, Bourdieu 
repeatedly returns to the notion that social practices are a kind of game - a game in which 
people have a semi-conscious or conscious and strategic interest in playing, when the imagined 
outcome is a beneficial improvement in their social and economic position (capital) in the field 
(Grenfell 2012, 154, 156; Smith 2017, 2018a; 2018b) Using the term illusio or libido to 
highlight the importance of interest in people’s strategic calculations, Bourdieu points out that 
rather than being “determined” by specific structural rules, individual social practices are 
influenced by the circumstances they find themselves in, and their subjective interest in 
improving those circumstances.  The illusio concept is used, therefore, to explain the role 
interest plays in the relationship between field, habitus and capital (Grenfell 2012, 154), and, 
at the same time, to draw attention to the notion of “strategy” when discussing the creative 
nature of field-related practice (Maton 2012, 54).  Similarly, for Goffman, agency and self-
presentation are an important part of the identity construction process (Goffman 1959, 32-40). 
Hence, just as in a field where a sporting event takes place, social spaces are where human 
agency is played out according to a combination of personal interest in, and reason for, playing 
 
 
the game.  On gaining a feel for the game – its tempo, rhythms, unwritten rules, regularities 
and how it is played - participants use various strategies to maintain or improve their position 
in the field (Smith 2018).  
At stake when ‘playing the game’ is the acquisition of new forms of capital, which can 
include economic capital (money and assets); cultural capital (aesthetic and cultural 
preferences, language, narrative and voice); social capital (affiliations and networks, family, 
religious and cultural heritage) and symbolic capital (forms of capital that can be exchanged in 
other fields, e.g. credentials) (Thomson 2012, 69). Participants in this study occupied the 
power-laden fields of HE, their occupations and place of work, family and peer relationships. 
All can be described as ‘second chance’ learners seizing on a newly created opportunity to 
enrol on a two-year Foundation and a third-year top-up BA honours degree programme - a 
programme designed to afford them the opportunity to cast aside the stigmatizing sense of not 
having fulfilled their educational potential, and not being suitable candidates for HE (Goffman 
1963; Smith 2017). For many, the over-riding interest and motivation for ‘playing the game’ 
emerged from a desire to improve their prospects for career advancement and better pay 
rewards, and, for some, the potential for a change of career direction. Another common theme 
was a desire on their part to be seen to be engaging in HE and, as a result, ‘a good role model 
for my children’ (Smith 2018b, 4).  
The pursuit of capital, graduation and the cruel optimism of imagined jobs and careers 
As mentioned earlier, a ‘value for money’ approach connecting student satisfaction with 
employment prospects and potential earnings ignores the problematic realities of the 
contemporary labour market (Keep and James 2012; Keep and Mayhew 2014; Leach 2017; 
Piketty 2013). Throughout their studies, and thereafter, cumulative cuts in public sector 
funding put the participants jobs and careers at risk. The upshot of which is that, soon after 
graduation, they expressed mixed feelings. They were united in expressing optimistic 
dispositions (habitus), feelings that the learning experience, the friendships and contacts made 
and credentials gained (symbolic capital), would equip them in the new environment to achieve 
their ambition for a job and a career that is central to the identities they wish to inhabit. Most 
noticeably, the efficacy of the undergraduate experience and its positive impact on their capital-
enhancing feelings of self-confidence, self-worth and enhanced ability and confidence to 
articulate their employment credentials with employers, colleagues and families, is evident in 
their narratives (Goffman 1959; Grenfell 2012, 154, 156; Smith 2018a; 2018b). At the same 





The degree course has enabled me to be more critical towards new initiatives and it has helped 
me grow in confidence with my own abilities; and it has made me more aware of my 
weaknesses.  Because of the course I now feel that I have a lot to offer other newer members of 
staff; who are the same as I was at the beginning of this adventure (a little nervous and a little 
unsure of the job).  As education is ever changing there are always new challenges that are a little 
daunting, but I know now that you have to give things a go; because you would never know if 




Graduation boosted my confidence as I am now in a similar position to my colleagues who are 
mostly graduates. For me, feeling very much overlooked at school, it’s like a validation, 
confirmation of being as good as anyone else. Consequently, I am more willing to get involved 
and not just give and argue an opinion. The position I hold is one I moved up to from lower level 
posts, whereas some of my colleagues have come in at this level. I have always been conscious 
of this difference, and now I feel able to let go of this and think about looking at other 
opportunities as well. I volunteered to be part of a local pilot that may be rolled out county wide. 
If, or when, that happens, they often need ‘leads’ to help with implementation and that’s probably 
what I have in mind when I think about opportunities, and about how to show management I’m 




What gaining the degree has done for me is far greater than enhancing my career. I was written 
off at school for being lazy and lacking academic ability. This led to me failing all my GCSEs. 
Thereafter, I successfully embarked on a nursery nursing course, and began a career in child care. 
I attempted to do my A levels at aged 21. Again, I failed these. Later, I started the foundation 
degree course when I reached the point where my experience could no longer get me to the next 
step on the career ladder. The university picked up on my difficulties almost instantly and I was 
diagnosed with dyslexia. All the confidence issue I had disappeared on gaining this qualification. 
I am currently looking at new jobs, but, because of the cuts in funding for the kind of work I do, 




Studying enabled me to understand the behaviours of not only young people, but also my 
colleagues. I am looking for other jobs that have more responsibility, but my aim is to still have 
direct contact with young people. I know this limits my options but I would take enjoying my job 
over earning more. I am more confident in my work, and the course has opened a lot more doors 
for me. There are jobs that I can apply for now that I couldn’t apply for before. My manager has 
said she can see a difference in my work, not just with young people. I now attend (nearly) all 
multi agency meetings because I kept going on about the importance of effective 
multi agency work. I do enjoy this, and it really makes a difference, not just for the organisation, 
but for the young people as they are receiving a better level of support. (2013) 
 
For some, the graduate experience brought with it the anticipated capital enhancing opportunity 
to move on and obtain a PGCE qualification, followed by a qualified teacher post. 
Amanda 
If I am honest the impact on my career has been very positive resulting in me moving into a 
professional career that I love. I always wanted to be a teacher from the moment I began working 
as a TA in the classroom. (2013) 
 
 
For others with a similar hope that the university experience would enable them to move into 
a career of their dreams, the outcome is not so positive. 
Sue 
The main reason for going to university was to gain a qualification that would open up some 
career opportunities for me. My first thought was to be a social worker or a primary school 
teacher. In second year we had a module with work experience placements which cemented my 
aspiration to teach. However, nearing the end of the degree programme, and being aware of the 
large number of students wanting to be a primary teacher and also the stiff competition (of 
younger applicants), my confidence and determination for this career has reduced significantly, 
so much so that I will take a year out before deciding whether or not to continue with my 
university education at post-graduate level. In conclusion, I am no further forward in my career 




I have continued with my previous working role with no extra pay after graduation. My 
concern is that I may forget what I have learned because of a lack of opportunity to put my 
knowledge into practice.  I remember one tutor asking me what I would do after finishing 
the last year and I said - have a little break, spend some time with my children. The response 
from the tutor was to ensure I didn't stop learning. Already I can't stop thinking about this 
but now feel unsure which direction to take to continue my learning.  I feel there is a danger 
of forgetting what I have learned. (2012) 
 
Here, we see how the cruelly optimistic fantasy discourses of education for meritocratic 
employment and social mobility causes people to misrecognise the systemic inequalities in the 
employment market (Berlant 2011; Reay 2017). It is revealing to see how, so often, a 
participant’s genuine expressions of excitement over the possibilities before them, brought 
about by the efficacy of the university experience, are also tinged with feelings of worry when 
contemplating, even anticipating, the all too possible cruel loss of the dream career (Berlant 
2011).  Their stories illustrate how frequent inter-connected changes in public policy, 
entrenched inequalities in society and the labour market, and a person’s social and 
environmental circumstances influence career journeys. As cuts in public sector funding took 
hold, participants’ expressed uncertainties about job security and career prospects reveal the 
emotional and psychological impact of cumulative restructures in the workplace on them and 
their self-protective behaviours. 
Clare 
 
It feels like everything has ground to a halt in anticipation of yet another restructure. The team is 
working on, but in limbo. We feel dislocated from the restructure process/decisions. We don’t 
feel there is any real consultation, just lip service. We take on tasks from former, departed 
colleagues, because we don’t have a choice, but also because we hope that by trying to adapt, and 
being willing to, we will strengthen our case. We continue in the hope that we will survive intact, 
but in reality, we all expect the opposite. We look at the internal vacancy bulletin, not for jobs, 
but to see what’s new and what’s changing. You get a taste for where things are going from the 
 
 
posts advertised. We scrutinize job descriptions looking for elements of our role as an indication 




Studying for a degree altered the course of my career. When my headteacher saw that I was keen to 
progress and learn, and was prepared to work hard, I was slotted into a role of home school liaison 
coordinator. I began the role with three hours a week allocated to it, which gradually increased to 
twenty in my last year of studying. After finishing my degree, I was given the role full time, and 
assured that I would receive a new contract, together with an increase in salary. However, the role 
had not been passed by the council’s human resources department. When the job description was 
completed and sent for evaluation, the HR department disagreed with the grade. The grade they think 
it is worth is the grade I am currently paid. So, I am a little disillusioned. I thought my career 
was ‘on the up’ but at present I haven’t moved at all through the pay bands yet have more 
responsibility. Although I enjoy the role, I feel a little ‘cheated’. I am considering alternative options 





Although my pay is protected for one year in the latest restructure, my salary will then be reduced by 
£3500, and my role has been down-graded so that you no long need a level 4 qualification, it is only 
level 3. It hasn’t made me feel valued! (2015) 
 
The perceived unfairness of Charlotte’s situation is not just about changes in her job 
specification and the impending salary reduction, it is also about the cynical downgrading of 
the pay-related credentials for the job to absorb cuts in public sector funding. Emma’s 
statement ‘I feel a little cheated’ and Charlotte’s ‘it hasn’t made me feel valued’ are particularly 
revealing because one can imagine the strength of their feelings soon after graduation. The 
language used suggests they believe the psychological foundations of strong employer-
employee relationships; i.e. notions of fairness, trust and social justice; are being breached 
(Conway et al. 2014; Leach 2009, 2010, 2012; Piccoli and De Witte 2015; Zhao et al. 2007). 
Discussion 
The focus of the paper is on the contested factors influencing student motivation, expectations, 
engagement and satisfaction in HE, and, in particular, the portrayal of teacher-student 
relationships as calculated instrumental ‘value for money’ exchange relationships. As 
explained earlier, the role of interest (illusio) in the participants’ decision to ‘play the game’ 
(Grenfell 2012, 154) involved embarking on a three-year degree programme in the illusionary 
and cruel belief that it would increase their chances of career progression and increased 
earnings in the occupation of their dreams; that it would allow them access to ‘the good life’ 
(Berlant 2011; Wolf 2002).  Pursuing this interest, the participants’ narratives bring to the 
surface the depths of their emotional investment in, and commitment to, their studies, and the 
 
 
perceived benefits of this for them. Interviewed in the years soon after graduation, the powerful 
life-changing impact of the university experience and becoming a graduate on their dispositions 
(habitus) stands out, as does the influence of the experience on their feelings of self-confidence, 
self-worth and enhanced social capital and agential ability to articulate their employment 
credentials with employers, colleagues and families. In particular, it is noticeable how, in an 
all too uncertain employment marketplace, the work they still seek to do is central to their 
imagined work identities and makes them who they are and how they want to be seen (Goffman 
1959). At the same time though, the cruel reality of their experiences is etched into accounts 
of changes in their employment status and opportunities brought about by waves of cuts in 
public sector funding, and, with this, reactive changes in employment practice. There is an 
expressed feeling among them that some wider, fundamental and implicit understandings of a 
psychological contract between them, the state and their employer is breached. These implicit 
understandings are about notions of mutual obligations of trust, fairness and social justice in 
employment practice.  
Recognising this raises some troublesome questions for HE. In practice, HE can, and often 
does, become a positive life-changing experience for students, and in their post-graduation 
years; also, it can, and does, mirror and act to reproduce existing inequalities in society, and in 
the market economy and employment practices (Bernstein 1971; Keep and Mayhew 2014, 
775). This is why the discourse about poor quality teaching, and students lacking the 
knowledge and skills to satisfy the economy’s needs, becomes a paradigmatic target around 
which to re-direct and channel public outrage (Collini 2016; Palfreyman and Trapper 2014). 
Cast in instrumental terms, the notion of a psychological contract, where the roles of student 
and staff are set up in opposition as customers and vendors respectively, is affirmed.  
The notion that education should serve the need of business and the economy is not new, 
and, understandably, graduate employability is a significant issue in these times. On the other 
hand, in this age of austerity and market fundamentalism, there are no silver bullets available 
to guarantee success in helping people to build and manage imagined careers. Rather, the great 
dangers are to over-claim what might be achievable through education, and then to become 
part of the ‘cooling out of the marks’ process, when the victim of the con is denied the 
imaginary reward of the imagined career (Goffman 1952). In Goffman’s analogy, the mark is 
the sucker – the person who is taken in and becomes the victim of a con. The operator of the 
con, or his agent, stays with the mark in order to help them to ‘define the situation in a way 
that makes it easy for them to accept the inevitable and quietly go home.’ (Goffman 1952, 451). 
 
 
Using Goffman’s analogy, one can see how the uncritical pursuit of the skills and education 
for employability agenda; supported by a regime of NSS and TEF assessments; risks 
encouraging students to build and maintain an attachment to an imagined, problematic career 
outcome, and then becomes a ‘shifting of the blame’ and ‘cooling out’ mechanism to draw 
attention away from the entrenched structural inequalities in society and the labour marketplace 
when the imagined object of desire is lost (Berlant 2011; Keep and Mayhew 2014).   
Acknowledging this danger, we can also see why a prolonged economic crisis accompanied 
by reduced public sector funding and the introduction of new robotic technologies in the 
workplace (Ford 2015, 124) can render traditional notions of education for high skill, high paid 
jobs irrelevant. In this climate, the analysis shows that the processes of career and employment 
sense-making are both cognitive and emotional. Often out of necessity, careers, including 
graduate careers, are built around available short-term paid and unpaid work opportunities and 
voluntary activities, which, when supported by a strong sense of professional identity, can 
nevertheless give rise to adaptability and a sense of well-being. Mindful of this and asserting 
that the purpose of HE is about more than the instrumental ‘value for money’ meeting of the 
needs of business and the economy, we can also assert that one, if not the most valuable of its 
purposes, is about enabling people to envisage, plan and manage their career journeys in a 
complex world of work and contested employment relationships.  In such times, we can assert 
that HE is about enabling people to become empowered rounded citizens with the self-
confidence, feelings of self-worth and enhanced social capital and agential ability to articulate 
their credentials with employers, colleagues and families throughout their lives and in the 
global community (Pring 2012, 753; Smith 2018, 10-11).  
 
Disclosure statement 
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author. 
 
Notes on contributor 
Tony Leach (PhD) is a senior lecturer in the School of Education at York St John University. 
As well as being a teacher and a supervisor of undergraduate and post-graduate research, his 
research and writings are focused on the topics of schools as research-informed communities, 
and graduate employment and career experiences. 
 
ORCID 





Argyris, C. 1960. Understanding Organisational Behavior. Homewood: IL: Dorsey Press. 
Barrell, R., and E. Davis. 2008. “The Evolution of the Financial Market Crisis in 2008.” National Institute  
 Economic Review 26 (1): 5–14. doi:10.1177/0027950108099838. 
Bennett, R., and S. Kane. 2014. “Students’ interpretations of the meanings of questionnaire items in the  
National Student Survey.” Quality in Higher Education 20 (2): 129-164. 
doi:10.1080/13538322.2014.924786. 
Berlant, L. 2011. Cruel Optimism. Durham: NC: Duke University Press. 
Bernstein, B. 1971. “Education Cannot Compensate for Society.” New Society 15 (387): 344–347. 
Blumer, H. 1969. Symbolic Interactionism: Perspectives and Methods. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice 
 Hall. 
Bourdieu, P. 2005. The Social Structures of the Economy. Cambridge: Policy. 
Bourdieu, P. and L Wacquant. 1989. “Towards a Reflexive Sociology: A Workshop with Pierre  
 Bourdieu.” Sociological Theory 7 (1): 26-63. doi:10.2307/202061. 
Caron, J. M. 1965. Symbolic Interactionism: An Introduction, and Interpretation, and Integration. 5th ed.  
 Englewood cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
Cheng, J. H. S., and H. W. Marsh. 2010. “National Student Survey: are differences between universities 
and courses reliable and meaningful.” Oxford Review of Education 36 (6): 693-712.  
doi:10.1080/03054985.2010.491179. 
Collini, S. 2016. “Who Are the Spongers Now?” London Review of Books 38 (2): 33–37. 
Com. 2005. Mobilizing the Brainpower of Europe: Enabling Universities to Make Their Full Contribution  
 to the Lisbon Strategy. Brussels: European Commission. http://arhiva.tempus.  
 ac.rs/uploads/documents/mobilizing%20brainpower%202005_en.pdf 
Committee on Higher Education 1963, LRB Robbins Report, 1963. London: HM Stationery Office.  
 http://www.educationengland.org.uk/documents/robbins/robbins1963.html. 
Conway, N., T. Kiefer, J. Harley, and R. B. Briner. 2014. “Doing More with Less? Employee Relations to  
 Psychological Contract Breach via Target Similarity or Spillover during Public Sector Organisational  
 Change.” British Journal of Management 25: 737–754. doi:10.1111/1467-8551.12041. 
Davies, B., and P. Bansel. 2007. “Neoliberalism and Education.” International Journal of Qualitative  
 Studies in Education 20 (3): 247–259. doi:10.1080/09518390701281751. 
DBIS (Department for Business, Innovation & Skills). 2016. Success as a Knowledge Economy: 
 Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility & Student Choice. London: DBIS. https://www.gov.uk/  
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/523396/bis-16-265-success-asa-knowledge-
economy.pdf 
DfE (Department for Education). 2018. Teaching Excellence Framework and Student Outcomes  




Ford, M. (2015) The Rise of The Robots: Technology and the Threat of Mass Unemployment. London:  
 One World Publications. 
Frankham, J. 2017. “Employability and higher education: the follies of the ‘Productivity Challenge’ in the  
 Teaching Excellence Framework.” Journal of Education Policy 32 (5): 628-641. 
 doi:10.1080/02680939.2016.1268271. 
Goffman, E. 1952. “On Cooling the Mark out: Some Aspects of Adaptation to Failure.” Psychiatry 15 (4):  
 451–463. Accessed January 22, 2016. http://www.tau.ac.il/~algazi/mat/ Goffman–Cooling.htm 
Goffman, E. 1959. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. London: Penguin Books. 
Goffman, E. 1963. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity: London: Penguin Books. 
Grenfell, M. 2012. “Interest.” In Pierre Bourdieu: Key Concepts, edited by M. Grenfell, 153-170.  
 Durham: Acumen. 
Guest, D., N. Conway, R. Briner, and M. Dickman. 1996. The State of the Psychological Contract in  
 Employment. London: Institute of Personnel and Development. 
Harris, S. 2007. The Governance of Education: How Neoliberalism is Transforming Policy and Practice.  
 London: Continuum. 
Hayes, N. 1997. Doing Qualitative Analysis in Psychology. Hove: Psychology Press. 
 
 
Hayes, N., and J. Dyer. 1999. The psychological contract: All things to all people? In Proceedings of the  
 BPS Occupational Psychology Conference, 31–6. Blackpool: BPS. 
Herriot, J., W. E. G. Manning, and J. M. Kidd. 1997. “The Content of the Psychological Contract.” British  
 Journal of Management 8: 151–162. doi:10.1111/1467-8551.0047. 
Institute of Education. 2014. “Review of the National Student Survey: Report to the UK Higher Education  
 Funding Bodies by NatCen Social Research, the Institute of Education, University of London and the  
 Institute of Social Studies. Summary Report.” HEFCE 2014. 
John, J. 1996. “A Dramaturgical View of Health Care Service Encounter: Cultural Value-Based  
 Impression Management Guidelines for Medical Profession Behaviour.” European Journal  
 of Marketing 30 (9): 60–74. doi:10.1108/03090569610130043. 
Keep, E., and S. James. 2012. “A Bermuda Triangle of Policy? ‘Bad Jobs’, Skills Policy and Incentives to  
 Learn at the Bottom End of the Labour Market.” Journal of Education Policy 27 (2): 211–230. 
 doi:10.1080/02680939.2011.595510.  
Keep, E., and K. Mayhew. 2014. “Inequality – ‘Wicked Problems’. Labour Market Outcomes and the  
 Search for Silver Bullets.” Oxford Review of Education 40 (6): 764–781. 
 doi:10.1080/03054985.2014.979580. 
Krugman, P. 2015. “The Long Read: The Case for Cuts Was a Lie. Why Does Britain Still Believe It? The  
 Austerity Delusion.” The Guardian Newspaper. Accessed March 17, 2016.  
 http://www.theguardian.com/business/ng-interactive/2015/apr/29/the-austerity-delusion 
Leach, T. 2009. “Maybe I Can Fly: Nurturing Personal and Collective Learning in Professional Learning 
 Communities.” Pastoral Care in Education 27 (4): 313–323. doi:10.1080/02643940903349328. 
Leach, T. 2010. “Knowledge Creation and Deployment in the Small, but Growing, Enterprise and the  
 Psychological Contract.” Research in Post-Compulsory Education 15 (3): 329–344. 
 doi:10.1080/13596748.2010.504003.  
Leach, T. 2012. “Researching Graduates’ Lived Experiences of Vocational Learning.” Research in Post- 
 Compulsory Education 17 (2): 261–275. doi:10.1080/ 13596748.2012.673919. 
Leach, T. 2015. “Graduates’ Experiences and Perceptions of Career Enactment: Identity, Transitions,  
 Personal Agency and Emergent Career Direction.” Research in Post Compulsory Education 20 (1): 50– 
 63. doi:10.1080/13596748.2015.993872. 
Leach, T. 2016. “It seems at the moment my career is dependent on factors outside of my control:  
 reflections on graduates’ experiences of employment and career enactment in an era of economic  
 uncertainty and austerity.” British Journal of Guidance and Counselling 45 (2): published online.  
 https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03069885.2016.1254724.  
Leach, T. 2017. “Cooling out the marks: the ideology and politics of vocational education in an age of  
 austerity.” Research in Post Compulsory Education 22 (2): 221-236. 
 doi:10.1080/13596748.2017.1314681.  
Leitch, S. 2006. “Prosperity for All in the Global Economy – World Class Skills. Final Report.” Accessed  
 April 1, 2014. http://www.delni.gov.uk/the-leitch-review-of-skills 
Lenton, P. 2015. “Determining student satisfaction: An economic analysis of the National Student  
 Survey.” Economics of Education Review 47: 118-127.  
 doi:10.1016/j.econedurev.2015.05.001. 
Levinson, H., C. R. Price, K. J. Munden, H. J. Mandl, and C. M. Solley. 1962. Men, Management and  
 Mental Health. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Maton, K. 2012. “Habitus.” In Pierre Bourdieu: Key Concepts, edited by M. Grenfell, 49-65.  
 Durham: Acumen. 
Mead, G.H. 1935. Mind, Self, and Society. Edited by Charles W Morris. Chicago: The University of  
 Chicago Press.  
Neary, M. 2016. “Teaching Excellence Framework: a critical response and an alternative future.” Journal  
 of Contemporary European Research 12 (3) 690-695. 
O’Toole, P., and N. Prince. 2015. “The psychological contract of science students: social exchange with  
 universities and university staff from the students’ perspective” Higher Education Research & 
 Development 34 (1): 160-172. 
Office for Students (OfS). 2018. Securing student Success: Regulatory framework for higher education in  
 England. London: OfS.  https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/1406/ofs2018_01.pdf 
Palfreyman, D., and T. Tapper. 2014. Reshaping the University: The Rise of the Regulated Market in  
 Higher Education. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Perinbanayagam, R. S. 1974. “The Definition of the Situation: An Analysis of the Ethnomethodological  
 
 
 and Dramaturgical View.” The Sociological Quarterly 15: 521–541. doi:10.1111/j.1533-
8525.1974.tb00912.x. 
Perinbanayagam, R. S. 1982. “Dramas, Metaphors, and Structures.” Symbolic Interactions 5 (2): 259–276. 
 doi:10.1525/si.1982.5.issue-2. 
Perinbanayagam, R. S. 1985. Signifying Acts. Carbondale: IL: South Illinois University Press. 
Piccoli, B., and H. De Witte. 2015. “Job Insecurity and Emotional Exhaustion: Testing Psychological  
 Contract Breach versus Distributive Injustice as Indicators of Lack of Reciprocity.” Work & Stress 29  
 (3): 246–263. doi:10.1080/02678373.2015.1075624. 
Piketty, T. 2013. Capitalism in the 21st Century. Cambridge: MA: Belknap Press: Harvard University. 
Pring, R. 2012. “Putting Persons Back into Education.” Oxford Review of Education 38 (6): 747–760. 
 doi:10.1080/03054985.2012.744193. 
Rawolle, S., and B. Lingard. 2008. “The sociology of Pierre Bourdieu and researching education policy.” 
  Journal of Education Policy 23 (6) 729-741. doi:10.1080/02680930802262700. 
Reay, D. 2017. Miseducation: Inequality, education and the working classes. Bristol: Policy Press. 
Sandberg Hanssen, T-E., and G. Solvoll. 2015. “The importance of university facilities for student  
 satisfaction at a Norwegian University.” Facilities 33 (13/14): 744-759. doi:10.1108/F-11-2014-0081. 
Santini, F de Oliveira., J. L. Wagner, G. H. Sampaio, and G de. Silva Costa. 2017. “Student satisfaction in  
 higher education: a meta analytic study.” Journal of Marketing for Higher Education 27 (1)s: 1-18. 
Smith, P.H. 2017. “The triple shift: student-mothers, identify work and engagement with low-status  
 vocationally related higher education.” Research in Post Compulsory Education 22 (1): 107-127. 
 doi:10.1080/13596748.2016.1272087. 
Smith, P. H. 2018a. “The paradox of higher vocational education: the teaching assistant game, the pursuit 
 of capital and the self.” Educational Review 70 (2) 188-207. doi:10.1080/00131911.2017.1294148. 
Smith, P.H. 2018b. “Enhancement and constraint: student-mothers’ experiences of higher vocational 
 education, emotion and time.’ Cambridge Journal of Education: 1-17  published online. 
 10.1080/0305764X.2018.1483483 https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2018.1483483 
Thomson, P. 2012. “Field.” In Pierre Bourdieu: Key Concepts, edited by M. Grenfell, 67-8. Durham: 
 Acumen. 
Tompkins, K. A., K. Brecht, B. Tucker, and L.L. Neander. 2016. “Who Matters Most? The Contribution of  
 Faculty, Student-Peers, and Outside Support in Predicting Graduate Student Satisfaction.” Training and  
 Education in Professional Psychology 10 (2): 102-108. doi:10.1037/tep0000115. 
Weinstein, E. A., and P. Deutschberger. 1964. “Tasks, Bargains and Identities in Social interaction.”  
 Social Forces 42: 451–456. doi:10.2307/2574989. 
Which? Report. 2014. “A degree of value: value for money from the student perspective -Which? Report.  
 https://about-which.s3.amazonaws.com/policy/media/documents/59b002730241a-a-degree-of-value-
value-for-money-from-the-student-perspective-which-report-445278.pdf 
Wilkins, S., M. M. Butt, D. Kratochivil, and M. S. Balakrishnan. 2016. “The effects of social identification  
 and organizational identification on student commitment, achievement and satisfaction in higher  
 education.” Studies in Higher Education 41 (12): 2232-2252. doi:10.1080/03075079.2015.1034258. 
Wolf, A., 2002. Does Education Matter? Myths about Education and Economic Growth. London: Penguin  
 Books. 
Zhao, H., S. J. Wayne, B. C. Glibkowski, and J. Bravo. 2007. “The Impact of Psychological Contract  














                                                        
